Objectives -To determine the potential of the short form 36 health status questionnaire (SF-36) for indicating changes in the health status of a general population by examining the recently published normative data. Design -The sensitivity of the SF-36 was tested through hypothesising two dramatic changes in health status whereby (i) the scores of people in social class V are improved to the level of social class I, and (ii) the scores of men and women aged 55 to 64 are altered to the level of current 45 to 54 year olds. The size of the effect measured by the SF-36 was considered. Results -Small to moderate effects were evident when SF-36 mean scores for social class V were increased to the level of social class I, and primarily negligible effects were apparent on all domains but physical function for the postulated "10 years of age" improvement. Conclusion -The SF-36 may be a useful measure for detecting changes in health status in homogenous treatment groups, but the variation in responses in a general population make it an inadequate tool for assessing the diffuse impact of health interventions directed at the whole community.
Health status questionnaires which measure the patients' views of their health have been increasingly used in treatment trials and recommended for routine monitoring of health. 2 The considerable attention which has been paid to reliability, validity, and sensitivity,34 has meant that these may now be employed as an informative adjunct to 
Methods

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SF-36
The SF-36 is a generic, self completion health status questionnaire with eight distinct dimensions (physical functioning, social functioning, role limitations (physical and emotional), general mental health, energy, bodily pain, and general health perceptions). A score is calculated for each of the dimensions by summing responses to individual items and converting, by a scoring algorithm, to a scale from 0 (poor health) to 100 (good health). Originally developed in America, in recent months a number of British studies have been published, adding weight to claims that the SF-36 is acceptable to respondents, reliable, and
Any questionnaire has internal characteristics such as the wording of the items, the scales for responses, and method of scoring, which will influence its sensitivity to change. 2 
